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Jack WAGES- 
Hutson WHAT NEXT?
T he author, research officer of the Am algam ated E ngin­
eering Union, considers the significance and the challenge 
of the “total wage” and the M etal Trades Award based 
on “work values”.
1907 WAS AN H IS T O R IC  YEAR for the wage earners of Aus­
tralia, for in that year Judge Higgins in his Harvester Judgm ent 
established what was to be the pattern  of wage fixation for over 
half a century. O ut of this Judgm ent came the two-part wage 
structure of basic wage and margins which was unique to Aus­
tralia. 1967 was another just as historic year for the wage earners 
of Australia, for in that year the basic wage was abolished, the 
total wage was adopted, and the decision in the first full work-value 
case covering the M etal T rades’ Award was handed down.
These events compel the trade union movement to rethink its 
wage policy, for it is now propelled into a new situation. T he  
following analysis is therefore pu t forward to assist in  developing 
some understanding of what has happened in order to facilitate 
the rethinking which has to take place.
T he  Executive of the Australian Council of T rades Unions at 
its meeting held in November, 1966, said, “W e again declare that 
the  basic wage is the cornerstone of the Australian wages system 
and the employers’ a ttem pt to abolish it should be strongly re­
sisted”. But the decision of the H igh Court handed down on 13th 
December, 1967, clearly dem onstrated that even if it was a corner­
stone, it had no legal foundation whatsoever. For the H igh Court 
rejected unanim ously the application of the A C TU  to have de­
clared invalid the decision of the A rbitration Commission of 
July, 1967, to introduce the total wage and abolish the basic wage 
on the grounds that it had exceeded its powers.
T he  decision stated th a t although the Conciliation and A rbitra­
tion Act assumed that the A rbitration Commission would declare 
a basic wage, it d id  not command it to do so. Moreover, it 
would have been illegal for Parliam ent to command it, as this 
would have exceeded its constitutional powers relating  to the 
m aking of laws for dealing w ith interstate industrial disputes. 
N or did Parliam ent have the power to direct an a rb itra to r as to
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how he should settle such a dispute as to wages, for the consti­
tu tion , required that the settlem ent of the dispute be left to the 
arb itrator. So he could consequently settle it in any way he wished, 
providing that it was w ithin the requirem ents of the Act.
T h e  trade un ion movement apparently regarded the basic wage 
as an im m utable part of wage fixation by the arbitration system. 
T his writer must honestly say that he accepted the existence of 
the basic wage as trustingly as anybody els« in the trade union 
m ovem ent un til the employers first move for a total wage raised 
a doubt, and was then astonished to find out that there was 
am ple evidence that its lack of legal standing lay like a time 
bom b under it waiting to be triggered off.
T he  total wage concept was not a new concept to the old 
A rbitration  C ourt and the present A rbitration Commission, as 
they apparently  used it in their wage fixation calculations. T his 
can be seen in  the analysis in T able  1, which gives the relativity 
of the F itters’ and Assistants’ total wage and m arginal relativities 
in  the M etal Trades Award at each basic wage and m argins case, 
except for entries A, B, and C.
TA BLE 1.
Assistant's Assistant's Assistant's Assistant's
__________  Percentage Assistant's v . n r Percentage Percentage Assistant's
Year Percen age o f F itte I?s Percentaoe Year F |tte ^  o f F jtte^ s Percentoge
n e ri.in n  B n t.  Rate ° f  F itte r'S Hprision Ra,e R° te ° f  F i,,e r'SDecision Rate (M argins M argin  Decision (B /W  (M argins M argin
( B /w  Case) Cose) Case) Case)
1930 84.2% 25% 1957 84.2%
1934 79.7% 1958 84.5%
1935 77.4% 22.2% 1959 85.1% 30.2%
1937 79.0% 33.3% 1959 82.1%
1937 79.6% 1961 82.6%
1941 80.3% 33.3% 1963 81.3% 30.1%
1946 83.3% 1964 82.2%
1947 81.7% 44.2% 1965 82.2% 33.4%
1950 86.4% 1966 83.0%
1953 A (89.9%) 1967 82.0% 34.1%1954 83.2% 30.6% 1967 B 82.5%1956 83.7% 1967 C 72.7%
A.— Q uarterly adjustm ents basic wage abolished.
B.— First total wage.
C.—W ork value total wage.
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As can be seen from this table, a problem  was created by the 
increase in the basic wage which gave proportionately more 
to the Assistant than  to the Fitter, so upsetting the total wage 
relativity. T h e  periodic margins cases therefore were used as a 
mechanism for restoring the total wage relativity, and in the 
postwar period they did this with rem arkable consistency, for 
the relativity was m ain tained w ithin a range of 2.4% . T he 1953 
and 1954 cases and the two 1959 cases dem onstrate the operation 
of the mechanism most clearly.
In  1953, the to tal wage relativity had increased substantially 
to 89.9%, so drastic action had to be taken to pull it back towards 
the average. T his was done by means ,of the abolition of the auto­
m atic adjustm ents in  1953, plus the margins decision of 1954, 
which gave 23/- to the tradesmen and nothing to the non-trades­
man. T he com bined effect of these two decisions was to pull 
the total wage relativity back to 83.2%. By 1959, four increases 
in  the basic wage had increased the total wage relativity to 85.1%, 
bu t the margins decision of 1959 pulled it back to 82.1%. 
T he later percentage increases in margins of 10% in 1959, 28% 
in 1963, 1£% in 1965, and 1, 1£, 2 and 2 \%  in 1966, were m athe­
matically those which were required to m aintain  the average total 
wage relativity in the face of basic wage increases.
I t  is difficult to believe that such consistency in the adjustm ent 
of total wage relativities when margins cases occurred was only 
accidental. In  fact, because of the two-part structure this would 
be the only way of ensuring sufficient consistency of to tal wage 
relativities to give reasonable m arginal stability to the wage 
structure.
In  1952, Conciliation Commissioner Galvin, in his decision in 
the Metal Trades Award Case m ade a num ber of comments on 
the need to look at the total wage when fixing margins. For 
example, “I see no th ing  either in the decisions of the C ourt on the 
basic wage or in the language of Section 13(B) of the Act itself 
which would prevent me from having regard to the whole wage 
sum when exam ining the m arginal portion thereof.” T his was, 
however, the only m argins case where an increase was not granted, 
as Mr. Galvin refused to do so because of the fears of inflation. 
So on this occasion the usual adjustm ent of total wage relativities 
did not occur and it had to wait un til 1953 and 1954.
I t  could well be asked why at this particu lar po in t of time the 
employers decided to press so strongly for the abolition of the 
two-part structure which had served them  so well for over half a 
century, itnd for the adoption of the total wage. T he  com pelling
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reason to reth ink their wage policy was caused by the big changes 
brought about by the expansion of the A ustralian economy in the 
post-war period. These have created what is now a national 
economy, witness the leader of the Financial Review  of 2nd March,
1967, entitled  “Australian Common M arket,’’ which stressed the 
need for the breaking down of State barriers to the establishment 
of the common market.
T he  total wage is the key to establishing a national wage to 
m atch the now national economy. At the lowest level it would 
lead to an eventual simplification of the present m ultiplicity of 
Federal and State wages for the same classification. T he A rb itra­
tion Commission in its July 1967 pronouncem ent spoke of the 
possibility of abolishing the present locality differentials in the 
M etal T rades Award caused by differences in the previous basic 
wages. At present there are the three higher ones of 40c for 
Broken H ill 65c for YalLourn and Morwell, 50c at W hyalla and 
Iron Knob, and the lower one for Launceston of 40c less than 
H obart. These am ounts are quite a small proportion of a F itter’s 
total wage of around $53 so would not be difficult to eliminate, 
thus establishing the same Federal total w iee throughout each 
State.
T he  next moves would then be the elim ination of the differ­
entials between the Federal total wages in  the capital cities, and 
the levelling of these with the State total wages. These moves 
have problems, bu t the solution of them  would be greatly assisted 
by the existence .of the total wage. T here  now appears little  ques­
tion that it will not be long before all the States follow Victoria 
in  adopting the total wage. T h is establishm ent of a common 
national wage is a long term project that need not be a m atter 
of great concern to the trade unions providing it was not done 
at the expense of their members.
A more dangerous effect of the total wage to the trade unions 
is that it will facilitate the employers’ drive to im plem ent their 
full wage policy of a total wage adjusted only according to move­
ments in national productivity. They have strongly pressed this 
aspect of their policy in past total wage cases, so it would be sur­
prising if they abandoned it after such a resounding success in 
ob tain ing one leg of their policy. And in  view of their success 
w ith achieving the total wage the trade unions should n.ot be too 
sanguine th a t they have no hope of ob taining the other leg of 
their policy. T h e  more im m ediate advantage the employers expect 
to obtain  from the total wage is in the arguing of wage cases 
before the A rbitration  Commission, for the total wage ends the 
situation where the unions had two bites at the cherry in basic
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wage and m argins cases, and confines argum ent to narrow eco­
nomic grounds.
T he M etal Trades Award Work Value Inquiry
After one of the most bizarre cases in the history of the A rbi­
tration Commission a decision was handed down on 11th Decem­
ber, 1967, which fully confirmed the fears that such a case would 
be to the detrim ent of the non-tradesmen. Fc.- the decision granted 
the 47 base rate tradesm en in the Award their full claim of $7.40, 
which was by far the biggest increase ever granted and lifted 
their rates to $53.40 in M elbourne and $54.20 in Sydney.
T he decision recognised the contention of the unions made over 
the years that skill was under-valued, bu t for the non-tradesmen 
it was a disaster. For despite the extensive and well-argued case 
pu t on their behalf, a few received no increase at all, most re­
ceived only a $1 increase, and there was a big gap between the 
$7.40 for the tradesmen, and the biggest increasel of $3.75 for the 
non-tradesmen.
T he  decision was a continuation of the th inking in the Interim  
M argins Decision of December, 1966, which was stated to be de­
signed to widen the gap between tradesmen and non-tradesmen. 
T he  sample figures for Victoria in T able 2 clearly show the char­
acter of the disaster, for it sets a to tal wage relativity between trades­
men and practically all non-tradesm en below the previous lowest 
ever of 1935.
TABLE 2.
C lassification F itte r Rigger Assistant ProcessW orker
Previous Rate $46.00 $43.85 $37.85 $37.70New Rate $53.40 $47.10 $38.85 $39.30Increase $ 7.40 $ 3.25 $ 1.00 $ 1.60% age Claim 
granted
100% 53.3% 21.9% 36.7%
New Relativity — 88.2% 72.7% 73.5%Previous Relativity — 95.5% 82.2% 81.9%1935 Relativity — 78.8% 78.1% 78.1%
T he  decision did little  to clarify the mystique of work-value 
fixation as can be seen from T ab le  3, which gives recent assess­
m ents for the same m etal classifications in  different awards. For 
they prescribe widely varying rates, for employees who receive the 
same training, exercise the same skills, do com parable work, and 
are fully interchangeable between the different industries.
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TABLE 3.
C lassifica tion  
(NSW To ta l Wages)
A irc ra ft
Industry
28-11-66
M eta l
Trades
11-12-67
Space
Tracking
18-12-67
Toolm aker $54.20 $59.15 $52.50
Fitter $51.20 $54.20 $50.50
Assistant $39.40 $39.65 $42.00
T he only th ing they do is confirm the comment of Commissioner 
E. R. Kelly of the Industrial Commission of W estern Australia, 
in his work value decision of 27th May, 1965 (which granted a 
$4.30 increase to a F itte r) , th a t “A w.ork-value assessment is, in 
the final analysis, the opinion of the arb itra to r concerned.”
Perspectives For 1968
T h e  three decisions relating to wages which have been briefly 
analysed, obviously present the trade union movement with some 
complex problems that call for the form ulation of effective policies 
to cope with them. T he Australian Council of T rade Unions will 
have need to consider a new wage policy appropriate to the era 
of wage fixation that it is entering.
T he old complex prices and productivity form ula approach is 
now bankrupt, as the base rate tradesm an has received the full 
am ount available to him  under the form ula, so according to the 
form ula there are no further arb itra tion  fields for him to conquer. 
I t  was creating problems even before now, for there was general 
dissatisfaction in 1965 about the paltry  claim of a 12/- increase in 
the basic wage arrived at by the form ula. In  the light of the work 
value decision it is interesting that it was criticism from the left 
which brought about a stretching of the form ula to its lim it in 
order to produce a decent claim. If  th a t had not been done the 
am bit for the work value claim could have been less than the 
.$7.40, and consequently the tradesm en would have received less 
than they actually did.
T he  total wage decision raises the question of the tactics to be 
adopted in the wages struggle. T he  employers expect with justi­
fication that it will p u t them in  an advantageous position in 
arguing wage claims before the A rb itra tion  Commission. It would 
therefore be fatal for the trade unions to accept that as their 
union battleground, as it would give the employers a big tactical 
advantage. T he  unions should therefore shift their m ain battle­
ground to the workshops where they can have the tactical advan­
tage. In  any case the im plem entation of the decision will compel 
that shift to be made.
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For one thing, two m ajor contentious questions arising out of 
the total wage decision are those of absorption and the flow to 
other awards, as the employers will fight strenuously to ensure one 
and prevent the o ther so that the decision will cost them  close to 
nothing. T he Commission has bluntly stated that there should be 
absorption of the increase in over-award payments, b u t has pu t 
the responsibility on to the employers of ensuring that the increases 
will be absorbed. T he  A C TU  on the other hand is adam ant that 
there shall be no absorption. Already, at the beginning of January, 
stoppages of work in  support of trade union policy have taken 
place and big meetings of shop delegates to plan fu ture action 
are being organised.
T he Commission has stated categorically that there shall be no 
flow of the decision to other awards. T his question has not yet 
been resolved. In  the past decisions on m etal trades margins 
quickly flowed in to  o ther industries, with the result that con­
siderable num bers of o ther workers benefited by wage increases. 
Now, it seems, the workers in o ther industries will have to take 
action if they are to ob tain  increases in wages corresponding to 
those in the recent m etal trades work-value case. T h e  shift of 
emphasis of the wages struggle to the workshops is also made 
necessary as it  now is the only avenue for im proving the position 
of non-tradesmen. So far as arb itration  argum ent is concerned the 
situation emphasises the im portance of a policy of a “family living 
wage’’ as the m inim um  wage in awards as the way forward for 
non-tradesmen.
A positive aspect of the total wage decision is that it could open 
up the way to achieving the m ajor wage objective of equal pay, 
although precautions would have to be taken to avoid the swindle 
that was worked on  this in New South Wales on the semantics of 
“equal pay for equal work.”
All these m ajor wage questions will have to be resolved in the 
uncertain economic and political climate created by the devalu­
ation of sterling, the cut in  overseas investments of US and British 
capital; increasing defence expenditure; and the loss of prim ary 
production caused by the serious - droughts in  the south-eastern 
States. 1968 will therefore be a test of the quality of the leadership 
given to the trade un ion  m ovement by the left, righ t and centre 
at ACTU, Trades and  Labor Councils and workshop levels, and 
their ability to produce positive policies.
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